The value of studying gene-environment interactions in culturally diverse populations.
Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the leading cause of death and disability in the world. It is anticipated that CVD will reach pandemic proportions by the year 2020. Although the major causes of CVD are well documented and explain the majority of cardiovascular deaths, the prevalence of conventional cardiovascular risk factors vary substantially across diverse cultural groups. These differences are attributed to cultural or genetic differences or to interactions between genes and environmental factors. Substantial efforts have been invested in determining the genetic influences on CVD development, and it is unlikely that a single gene is responsible for the development of atherosclerotic CVD or its classical risk factors such as blood pressure or plasma lipids. It is more plausible that multiple genes, acting either alone or in concert with one another, which display effect modification in the presence of certain environmental factors, are modestly associated with CVD or its main risk factors. Following this hypothesis, studying populations with diversity in environmental factors may increase the discovery potential of gene-environmental interactions. In this brief review, the advantage of studying gene-environment interactions across heterogeneous groups with diverse lifestyles is discussed.